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Jiirg Weibel. Captain Wit%. Eine Chronik. Ein dokumentarischer Roman.
Bern und Miinchen: Edition Hans Erpf, 1991.

This work, part novel, part chronicle, part historical reconstruction,
pursues the thesis: "All involved with Andersonville were in the main pushed,
manipulated, cheated" (189). This tale of misfortune has no heroes: Its central
character is Henry Wirz, who for some months towards the end of his life was
commander of Andersonville, one of the most notorious Confederate prisons for
captured soldiers of the North.
Studies of American history generally prefer to ignore Wirz's story. Even
reference works such as the 30-volume Encyclopedia Americana or the 20-volume

Dictionary ofAmerican Biography with its nine supplements grant him no space,
nor does Wakelyn's 1977 Biographical Dictionary of the Confederacy.

(N.

Current's 1992 4-volume Encyclopedia of the Confederacy, however, offers a
concise account written by F. L. Byrne.) Also, Swiss historians found it better
to leave Wirz's life untold, an amnesia Jiirg Weibel intends to redress. He offers
a nuanced, empathetic and, in my view, convincing portrait of the life and death
of Hartmann Heinrich Wirz, born on November 25, 1823, in Zurich,
Switzerland, and hanged on November 10, 1865, at age 42, as the only
Confederate official thus to die.

The North had scapegoated him into a

monstrous war criminal; the South, however, praised him as a "Confederate
Hero-Martyr" (as the inscription on his grave in Mount Olive Cemetery in
Washington, D.C. proclaims).
For Jiirg Weibel Wirz is neither hero nor villain. The author portrays his
execution as a terrible miscarriage of justice, his trial as a mockery perpetrated
by unscrupulous judges, his tenure at Andersonville as an assignment rendered
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intractable by circumstances beyond any subordinate's control, and his earlier life
as a strange mixture of achievement, misdeed, and back luck. Weibel's Wirz is
a man haunted by a fate that seems to lift him to respectable heights, only to hurl
him with all the more fury into an abyss of shame, physical pain, mental torture,
ignominy and, finally, cruel death.
Henry Wirz was born into a leading Zurich family, as the third, rather
sickly child of the businessman Johann Kaspar Wirz and Sophie Barbara, noo
Philipp. He received a solid primary and secondary schooling, pursued training
in business in Zurich and Turin, instead of a medical education he much desired,
and he served in the Zurich militia. He became assistant to his father, who was
the director of the city's customhouse as well as a leader in the respected tailors
guild which he was repeatedly to head, for the first time in 1844. Heinrich
himself was inducted into that guild in 1844 and on September 15, 1845, he
married Emilie Oschwald, daughter of a well-to-do merchant.
But then disaster struck:

Irregularities had been discovered in the

administration of the customhouse. Heinrich's father initiated an investigation
that led to his son's arrest in January, 1847, and in April to his being sentenced
to four years in the Oetenbach penitentiary for fraud and embezzlement.
Although prison life had been harsh, with its fifteen-hour workday, its constant
enforced silence and its prohibition of visits from anyone, in June 1848 an even
worse punishment was inflicted on Henry Wirz: His sentence was commuted to
a twelve-year banishment from the Canton of Zurich. "For a youthful sin," Jiirg
Weibel comments, "for a trifle, committed by carelessness, Henry Wirz ... [was]
punished doubly, threefold, fourfold" (23). In consequence he would also lose
his wife, then pregnant with their second child, conceived just before his
incarceration, and unwilling to follow him into exile.
In 1849 Wirz left Switzerland, but not for Moscow, as he had announced,
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but for New York. From there he went to Lawrence, Massachusetts to work in
a textile mill, then to Northampton, where a physician, Weber who hailed from
Hopkinsville, Kentucky, invited him to becoine his medical assistant. Although
gaining much knowledge, if not income, Henry Wirz met the widow Elizabeth
Wolf, whom he married in 1854. Working as a physician, he soon moved to
Louisville, Kentucky to serve as a superintendent of the physician Caspari' s
health spa. There he encountered Levin A. Marshall, a plantation owner from
Alabama, who enticed him to become manager of his properties at Milliken Bend
on the Mississippi.
When war between North and South erupted, Wirz joined the Fourth
Louisiana Regiment as a private. . Yet he soon ended up in Richmond where John
H. Winder, in charge of prisoners and deserters, befriended and employed him.
"Fatefully his involvement with war captives is preshadowed," Jiirg Weibel
observes.

After several assignments that led him all the way to Tuscaloosa,

Alabama, Wirz was promoted to captain on his return and in 1862 sent on a
mission at the Battle of Seven Pines. There a grenade splinter shattered his arm,
never to heal, never again to be usable, and to cause him untold pain. Although
furloughed in December 1862, ostensibly to seek help for his crippled arm (in
reality also, as F. L. Byrne claims, as an emissary of President Jefferson Davis
to Paris and Berlin), Wirz returned in February 1864 to continue in J. H.
Winder's service who in April ordered him to take on the command of the
internal affairs of the Andersonville prison.
With Guemica-like force, Jiirg Weibel paints the horrors of this post: The
endless pouring in of the wounded and famished prisoners despite Wirz's
numerous requests to stop the woeful overcrowding; the lack of shelter, food,
clothing, and medicine; the difficult-to-control activities of murderous criminal
elements within the camp; the constant danger of mutiny; the numerous deaths
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from the privations of bare necessities, near-starvation of the people of Georgia,
especially after Sherman's criminally brutal adoption of the tactics of total war;
the constant delay or outright refusal of the North to agree to an exchange of
prisoners or the sending of medical relief. Jiirg Weibel unhesitatingly holds the
Southern and especially Northern leadership, including Lincoln, responsible for
the total desertion of the tens of thousands of prisoners of war, thousands of
whom had to die under the most wretched of conditions.
At war's end in May 1865, Wirz's life unrave~ed towards its frightful end.
He did not flee Andersonville like other prison officials, but was arrested and
"tried in violation of his parole, as well as of other legal rights" (as Shelby Foot
puts it in his 1974 narrative titled The Ovil War,. p. 1033).

Wirz was

condemned to death after suffering most bitter humiliations, preposterous
accusations, and the parody of numerous false (and paid) witnesses. Yet the day
of his execution was also Wirz's finest hour: He was informed that he would be
spared if he were to implicate Jefferson Davis as the main culprit for
Andersonville, a step Edwin M. Stanton, the North's Secretary of War, ardently
desired. Wirz refused: "I would not become a traitor ... even to save my life," .
he declared.
Jiirg Weibel's portrait - drawn mosaic-like by imaginative, yet fact-based
narrative, by prisoner's testimonies (especially John Ransom), by historical
documents, and by Wirz's own words - will leave the reader stunned, saddened,
and sickened. The author reveals a world at once heartless, duplicitous, and
mean-spirited. He spares neither the Swiss nor the Americans. He exposes the
heartlessness of Wirz's own family, the harshness of the Zurich court, and the
torture of its penal system. He also unmasks the South's terrible treatment of
enslaved African Americans, the North's abandonment of its captured soldiers
wasting away in Confederate camps, and its mistreatments of the Southerners
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imprisoned in the North, despite its ample resources in contrast to the South's
depleted state. As narrative, Jiirg Weibel' s work will leave dissatisfied those for
whom historical reconstruction is to be sharply separated from the imagined story
of the novelist's domain. Yet the book will be valued by those for whom the
historian's as well as the novelist's efforts follow similar paths: Reconstructions,
both, although the one remains tied more to documentable data, while the other
searches more for their imaginatively captured essential meaning.

Leo Schelbert
University of Illinois
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